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Livestock’s Contribution to Kenya's Economy:
150% Higher than Previously Thought 
Livestock specialists frequently argue that livestock 
production is underrepresented in the GDP 
estimates of African nations. With respect to Kenya 
this argument has been confirmed. 
IGAD LPI and the Kenyan National Bureau of 
Statistics (KNBS) have completed a joint review 
of the importance of livestock to the Kenyan 
economy; the third in a series of IGAD LPI studies on 
the contribution of livestock to the IGAD member 
states. The Kenya study (IGAD LPI Working Paper 
No. 03-11) concludes that livestock’s contribution 
to agricultural GDP is some two and a half times 
larger than the official estimate for 2009, the most 
recent year for which there is complete data. This 
increase of 150% over official estimates means that 
the livestock contribution to agricultural GDP is 
only slightly less than that from arable agriculture, 
i.e. 320 billion Kenyan shillings for livestock (about 
$4.21 billion US dollars in 2009) versus 399 billion 
Kenyan shillings for crops and horticulture (in 2009 
roughly $5.25 billion US dollars).
The 2009 Kenya Population and Housing Census 
contained questions about the animals that people 
kept, and has provided the most reliable estimates 
of national livestock numbers for several decades. 
Using figures from the census, the IGAD study 
estimated the amount of physical product generated 
on average by a given population of animals and 
valued this output according to producer prices. The 
lower, official estimates of the economic importance 
of livestock are, on the other hand, based on 
recorded sales of livestock and livestock products. 
Because only a small portion of Kenya’s livestock 
production is exchanged through recorded channels, 
these figures give a misimpression of the size and 
economic significance of the livestock sector. 
Officially recognized milk sales, for example, 
probably constitute only about one twentieth of 
national milk production. Discrepancies like this add 
up to a totally revised appreciation of the economic 
role of livestock in the national economy.
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Notable findings of the study
The Kenya study concludes that livestock’s 
contribution to agricultural GDP is about two and 
a half times larger than the official estimate for 
2009, the most recent year for which there is 
complete data. This increase of 150% over official 
estimates means that the livestock contribution to 
agricultural GDP is only slightly less than that from 
crops and horticulture combined.
Furthermore, the study puts the contribution of 
livestock to the national GDP in 2009 at about 13% 
- contrasting markedly with the previous official 
estimate of 5.6%.
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According to the revised estimates, milk is Kenya’s 
most economically important livestock product, 
providing a little less than three quarters of the 
total gross value of livestock’s contribution to the 
agricultural sector. 
In terms of its contribution to agricultural GDP, milk 
is about four times more important than meat. 
Cattle are Kenya’s most important source of red 
meat, supplying by value about 80% of the nation’s 
ruminant offtake for slaughter. More than 80% 
of the beef consumed in Kenya is produced by 
pastoralists, either domestically or in neighbouring 
countries and then imported on the hoof, often 
unofficially. 
Rural Kenyans also derive a broad range of financial 
benefits from livestock keeping, including the 
provision of credit, insurance, and as a means of 
sharing risk. The value of these ‘self-help’ financial 
services is excluded from conventional GDP 
calculations but provides Kenyan livestock owners 
with benefits equivalent to about 11% of the value 
of the livestock contribution to GDP. In comparative 
terms, in Ethiopia similar livestock-based financial 
services provide benefits equivalent to more than 
half of the value of livestock’s contribution to 
Ethiopian agricultural GDP. The relatively lower 
importance of livestock-based financial services 
can be attributed to the better penetration of rural 
areas by formal financial institutions in Kenya as 
compared to Ethiopia. 
The conclusion to be drawn from this study is 
that Kenya’s livestock are economically much 
more important than hitherto believed; in fact, 
only marginally less than crops and horticulture 
combined. Kenya’s livestock were underappreciated 
because the size of the national herd was not known 
and no attempt to enumerate it had been made for 
decades. Estimates of the livestock sector were 
also based on official sales records, which missed 
production that was traded informally or directly 
consumed by livestock owning households. If these 
shortcomings are remedied, livestock takes on new 
economic significance. Agriculture and forestry are 
by far Kenya’s most important economic sector in 
terms of domestic production and it would now 
appear that livestock provide about 43% of the 
output from this sector. 
This revised estimate has at least two far-reaching 
implications. First, government should give more 
attention to accurately monitoring the livestock 
sector and, second, the case for placing a higher 
priority on livestock and livestock producers in 
future budgetary allocation and agricultural policies 
is considerably strengthened.
